Audit of referrals for head and neck cancer - the effect of the 2-week, fast track referral system.
The NHS Cancer Plan sets out targets for the diagnosis and treatment of cancer. Ideally, there should be a maximum of a 2-week wait from a referral for suspected cancer to an outpatient appointment. A fast track referral system has been established nationally, with general practitioners given guidelines as to appropriate referrals. In the South Essex region, we audited all such referrals using this system for a 12-month period and also all new patients diagnosed with head and neck cancer during the same period. We found that 71% of patients diagnosed with cancer were not referred using the fast track system and that only 15% of patients who were referred by the fast track system were subsequently found to have cancer. For patients with cancer who were referred using standard letters, the time from referral to initial consultation was generally much longer than the recommended period of 2 weeks. We conclude that improvements in utilizing the fast track system need to be made if it is to bring about an improvement in early diagnosis of head and neck cancer. As things stand, it may actually be detrimental for most cancer patients.